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Abstract. Townsend's detailed maps of worldwide whale distribution from 19th

century American whaling logbooks (1935, Zoologica, N.Y., 19: 1-50) omitted his

North Atlantic records for Euhalaena. Wehave read 12 of his 15 sources and have

mapped the right whales therein recorded.

INTRODUCTION

Very little is known about the distribution of right whales (Euha-

laena glacialis) in the North Atlantic Ocean. Among others, J. A.

Allen (1908), Collett (1909), G. M. Allen (1916), Thompson (1928),

Slijper, van Utrecht, and Naaktgeboren (1974), Reeves, Mead, and

Katona (1978), Schevill, Moore, and Watkins (1981), Kraus and

Prescott (1981), Reeves and Brownell ( 1 982), and Watkins and Sche-

vill (in press) have discussed sightings and catches in particular areas.

Townsend ( 1 935), in his study of "the distribution of certain whales as

shown by logbook records of American whaleships," examined log-

books from 1,665 voyages, worldwide, mostly of the 19th century.

Out of the 8,415 Eubalaena taken, he found only 35 in the North

Atlantic, recorded on 1 5 voyages, and did not bother to plot these on

his charts by latitude, longitude, and month as he did the rest of his

total of 53,877 whales of six species (see his pp. 10 and 18). Our note is

a response to this omission, and like Townsend's paper is based only
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on Yankee whaling logbooks. Thus it does not deal with the historic

Eubalaena fishery of the eastern North Atlantic, well-established in

the Bay of Biscay by the 12th century, and continuing intermittently

along the western coast of Europe from the Mediterranean to the

Barents Sea (where this whale got the name of nordkaper) and

Iceland; this fishery pretty well stopped in the 1920's, and now
Eubalaena is very rarely seen in those waters.

Because so little is known, the location and season of even Town-

send's few North Atlantic right whales are important. Wehave con-

sulted 12 of his 15 sources (Table 1), but failed to find the other three

logbooks, which he credits with one North Atlantic right whale each

(sloop Greyhound, 1753; ship Governor Troup, 1868-70; bark Sea

Ranger, 1879-84). The Providence Public Library has a partial

journal by William H. Tilton, a boatsteerer/ third mate of Sea

Ranger during this voyage, but it does not tell where whales were

encountered. The 1 2 logbooks that we read are listed by Townsend as

recording the other 32 Eubalaena glacialis.

Our results do not entirely agree with Townsend's. For one thing,

as he explains on page 16, his counts of whales include "not only the

whales turned into oil ['saved', as the whalers said], but also those

killed. . . but subsequently lost." In our logbook reading we have

tried to separate these categories, and since we are interested more in

whale distribution than in oil production, we have also counted

whales sighted (and identified) but not struck. The logs do not always

specify the numbers sighted if greater than 1 or 2. When they said

merely "right whales," we counted it as 2+; the sum of 5+ and 4+ is

given conservatively as 9+, though the actual count might have been

appreciably higher. We assume that these old-time whalers were

competent at recognizing the species of interest —probably much
more reliably than most seafarers of today; sometimes sightings were

logged simply as "whales," and these we did not count. Wecannot

explain our discrepancies with Townsend, and can only say that we

have reported what we found in our reading. We failed to find

mention of the single Eubalaena each that he recorded for Jireh

Swift and EmmaJane, and of the 3 he ascribed to Endeavor.
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FINDINGS

The 1 2 voyages summarized (Table I ) for Eubalaena glacialis in the

North Atlantic were made by 1 1 whaleships over a 45-year span ( 1 853

to 1898). The highest and lowest latitudes reached by these are well

within the known range of this species. No Eubalaena were recorded

in the months of January, April, September, October, and December.

The records from November through March are all south of N. lat.

32°, and those from May through August are between N. lat. 46° and

62°, but there is no detailed evidence for migration patterns. Wefind

the whales in high latitudes in summer and lower in winter, but there

are no helpful hints of routes to and fro. The wint«r records are right

along the shore on both sides of the Atlantic (Cintra Bay, N. lat.

23° in western Africa, and N. lat. 31° at the Georgia-Florida border

in North America); on each coast the ship sometimes anchored and

whaled from the boats.

Six voyages (Ansel Gibbs in 1 868, Daniel Webster and A. J. Ross

in 1877, A. R. Tucker in 1880, Palmetto in 1886, and Canton in

1897) reported whales in June, July, and August to the eastward of

Cape Farewell, Greenland, between N. lat. 59° and 62°, W. long. 32°

and 38°, at the southern entrance to Denmark Strait. They logged 12

whales saved, 7 struck but lost, and at least 16 more sighted; Town-
send recorded 16 whales, but without specifying the region (3 of these

voyages whaled also in other areas). These 35 whales were encoun-

tered in 26 ship-weeks of hunting in five years, which implies a

consistently good hunting ground. This ground is not referred to by

name in these logs. We found no hint that bowheads were seen or

taken, although they might have been expected in these waters. (For a

recent report, see Jonsgard, 1982, Fig. 1.) As pointed out by J. A.

Allen (1908: 281-288 and especially 286), since the 17th century

whalers have distinguished bowhead (Balaena mysticetus) from

nordkaper, or right whale in American usage (Eubalaena glacialis),

both on morphology and oil yield, as well as on behavior. While the

Ross was on these Denmark Strait grounds near N. lat. 60° and W.

long. 35°, the whales were specified as "Wright Whales" and seven or

more were sighted, of which four were saved. After leaving these

grounds, the Ross went through the Canaries, and on 24 November
"Saw A Wright Whale" in "Senter Bay" (Cintra Bay) on the African

coast. Therefore we conclude that only Eubalaena glacialis were

found on these voyages.
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Figure 1 . Distribution of North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis) recorded

in American whaling logbooks between 1857 and 1897. The dots show where whales

were encountered at sea, and the coastal encounters are indicated by arrows. Months

are indicated bv roman numerals.

Although these whaleships departed and returned to port (usually

New Bedford) in all seasons, there is no mention of right whales seen

near the New England or Canadian coasts. Before the mid 1700's

right whales were caught in Massachusetts waters from small shore-

based boats, mostly in the winter and spring (Macy, 1835). From
1955 to the present, right whales have been observed locally in all

seasons (Schevill, Moore, and Watkins, 1981; Watkins and Schevill,

in press). It seems highly unlikely that these 19th century whalers

would have ignored such valuable animals wherever seen, and so it

may be that Eubalaena were then very scarce in these coastal waters,

although they had been abundant there from the 16th well into the

18th centuries.
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Against the background of scanty and often imprecise data on the

seasonal and geographic distribution of Eubalaena glacialis, even

these few additional points are significant. Wehave mapped about 60

whales logged on 9 voyages by 8 ships during the 40 years from 1857

to 1 897. More than half of these were in the Denmark Strait area in

June, July, and August. More than 1 3 of the remainder were at Cintra

Bay in November, February, and March.

A question about the North Atlantic Eubalaena has been whether

there was more than one stock in the population. Did the relative

abundance that we report for Denmark Strait a hundred years ago

hint that right whales from both sides of the North Atlantic sum-

mered together, indicating one general population for this ocean? Or

might there have been two stocks, with Cintra Bay perhaps being in

the winter range of the nordkapers of the Barents Sea? This is the sort

of problem for which radio tagging and tracking are needed. There

are still at least several hundred Eubalaena in the North Atlantic.
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POSTSCRIPT

While this paper was in press, we were enabled by the courtesy of

Professor Howard E. Winn of the University of Rhode Island to

consult a collection of about half the worksheets used in preparing

the maps of Townsend's 1935 compilation. These had been pre-

served at the New York Zoological Society; for each logbook they

tally the date, location, and species of each whale taken. The log-

books are of course the primary sources, but these tallies tell us

something of the compilation, and account for occasional discrep-

ancies. Thus we have learned that the particular EmmaJane log-

book read by us is incomplete; it ends on 1 January 1880. The tally

shows that the voyage continued into August 1881, and that this

schooner did take a right whale on 1 5 February 1 880 off Brunswick,

Georgia, near where Golden City took her 2 whales of 1876 and

1882, also in the latter part of February. The tally for Endeavor

1854-1856 confirms our failure to find in her logbook any right

whale captures during either North Atlantic passage, and shows that
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the 3 whales published as from that ocean were actually taken in the

Sea of Okhotsk. The Governor Troup tally for 1868-1870 tells us

that the whale listed for the North Atlantic was taken in the South

Atlantic, 20 miles east of Tristan da Cunha in about 37° 15'S. We
still have not seen her actual logbook. The Canton tally for

1897-1898 counts 1 of the 2 whales that we list as struck and lost in

July; the other 2 cited as North Atlantic turn out to have been taken

in the South Atlantic in November. The sheets for Jireh Swift are

missing, as are those for Sea Ranger and the sloop Greyhound; we

hope that someone will find our three missing logbooks.


